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Observations of a Correctional Educator
BY MERLE DAVENPORT
s a teacher for Michigan Department of Corrections, I have seen a wide variety of students pass through
my doors. They are primarily high school dropouts. My task is to help them to pass the GED. Even
though my students dropped-out of traditional school for a variety of reasons, certain areas of difficulties continue to surface. I'd like to share these with you, my fellow educators. By examining these areas of
difficulty, I believe that we can gain a better understanding of why these students continue to struggle in their
education.

A

Areas of Observed Difficulty
Word attack skills

Spelling

Many of my students have low levels of reading
ability. The average reading level of all inmates in
Michigan Department of Corrections is sixth grade.
A major obstacle to reading for many of my students
is poor word attack skills. Somehow they failed to
acquire them while attending traditional schools. Like
very young readers, when they encounter an unfamiliar word, they often look at the first few letters and
guess at the rest of the word. For example, "circulate"
can be read as "circle," "cycle," "circus," or even
"serious." Because my students have such poor word
attack skills, they have very little hope of understanding the meaning of the text.

In my view, most teachers think of phonics as a
reading skill. I think it is also a spelling skill. In my
experience, good spellers are generally good readers. Although many teachers of young children do
not place an emphasis on conventional spelling, it is
essential that students learn to spell in this way. My
students typically do not. I believe that it is possible
to insist on conventional spelling without stifling
creativity. One way to achieve this is to help students
correct any misspelled words before they hand in the
final copy.

Comprehension skills
Good comprehension skills increase achievement in
all subjects. One of the best ways to increase math
achievement is to increase reading comprehension.
Understanding story problems, directions, and other
instructions is essential to mastering math. Good
comprehension skills will also raise the state test
scores about which many are so concerned. The ability to read and understand is critical to answering the
questions posed. Poor comprehension skills often lead
to misunderstanding and poor performance.

Note: The Department of Corrections is not in any
way responsible for the content or accuracy of this
material, and the views are my personal views and
not necessarily those of the Department. - M.D.
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Vocabulary
Most poor readers have a limited meaning ( as well
as reading) vocabulary. Expanding students' meaning vocabulary is an excellent way to raise their
reading level, to introduce new ideas, and to help
them understand shades of meaning like "dislike"
and "hate." An expanded vocabulary means that
there are fewer unknown word meanings for the
reader. I have found that having students create
and maintain a personal vocabulary list is one way
to ensure that they will expand their vocabulary
knowledge. It also supports their use of these words
in their writing.

Merle Davenport is a teacher for the Michigan
Department of Corrections. He has taught in elementary,
junior high, high school, junior college, ABE, and GED
classrooms. He has also written 10 educational books
and is a member of the Michigan Reading Journal
Editorial Review Board.
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Writing skills
Many inmates have extremely poor writing skills.
Even writing a letter home can be an insurmountable
challenge. Poor grammar, poor sentence structure, and
poor organization are common. Often, they lack the
basic grammar skills even to identify the subject or
verb in a sentence. I have found that the inability to
identify basic grammar not only affects my students'
writing skills, but their reading comprehension skills
as well. Without the ability to understand how sentences are constructed, the ability to understand what
they mean is severely diminished.

j

Basic math skills
Many of my students lack basic math skills. Specifically, they struggle with fractions, integers, and a
basic understanding of equations. Math can be
reduced to learning the concept (the pattern) and
then practicing it. If they cannot do the problem, they
either need a better understanding of the concept or
more practice. The idea of math problem solving as a
process is foreign to a majority of our students. The
teaching of this process follows the learning of the
concept (pattern).
My students also have difficulty translating a word
sentence (story problem) into a number sentence
(equation). This could be either a reading comprehension problem or a math concept problem. Without
the ability to read and understand the problem, they
have no hope of applying the correct math concept to
problem solving.

Study skills
One of the most frequent complaints I hear is "Mr.
D., I can learn the lesson, but I forget the next day."
The problem is that they learned the lesson at a more
superficial level than needed for recall. The issue is
rarely a difficulty in processing information. It is usually poor study skills. Understanding text structure,
note taking, outlining, graphic organizers, and SQ3R
(Survey, Question, Read, Review, Recite) are all
important study strategies for students. My students
typically lack these strategies.

Test-taking skills
For most of our students, taking a standardized test is
just another opportunity to show the world that they
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are failing according to that measure. However, I've
noticed that many students know the information, but
cannot demonstrate their know ledge on a test because
of anxiety, lack of time, and lack of test-taking skills.
The students I teach have difficulty previewing
questions before reading the passage, using process
of elimination, and even checking to see that they are
filling in the correct bubble. Learning how to do these
things will likely raise their test scores.
The popularity of high stakes comprehensive tests
increases test anxiety. Many students feel their entire
future depends on passing this test. As a result, they
spend so much energy worrying about the test that
they have a harder time recalling information. Multiple, timed practice-tests is one way to reduce test
anxiety.
The best ball players in the world are easily defeated
if they are convinced that they will lose before stepping onto the field. Self-confidence is essential to high
performance on a test. The best form of self-confidence comes from the knowledge that they can easily
pass the test. In other words, we need to maintain high
standards while providing them the knowledge and
skills to reach those standards.

The Blame Game
Applying good instructional strategies is as important
behind bars as in a traditional school. The easy
solution is to blame everyone else for poor education.
Correctional teachers say that K-12 educators did not
teach effectively. High school teachers blame junior
high teachers, who blame elementary school teachers, who in turn blame parents. In reality, teaching
and learning is a team effort. We all need to work
together to create an excellent education system, one
that ensures success for all students. We must all help
students reach their potential.

Implications for Educators
Set High Expectations
There has been a disturbing trend in the United States
to set expectations at the present level of student
achievement instead of at goals to reach. We know
that students will rise to our level of expectations.
Most of my students come to me thinking that they are
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complete failures in school and in life. Most have come
to believe that they cannot learn because they have
some kind of learning disability. I find that I must first
communicate that I am convinced that they can learn
before they begin to believe it for themselves. I argue
that we need to do a better job of enabling all students,
even those to whom learning does not come easily, to
view themselves as capable learners. This must begin
when children present themselves to school.

Enthusiasm is contagious-get infected

must continually demonstrate that they have learned
things in my classroom that they never thought they
could. My belief in their ability is often the first time
that anyone has ever believed in them. After they are
convinced that I truly believe in them, they gradually
begin to believe in themselves. Once they believe in
themselves, no one can stop their academic progress.

Connect With the Student
Make the effort to reach students personally. Make the
effort to learn their names. Greet them at the door to
show them that you are truly glad they are here. Connected students will go to enormous lengths to master
the subject for their teacher.

If a teacher is excited about teaching, students will get
excited about learning. If a teacher shows a passion for the
subject, students will respond. Students generally don't
care how much you know until they know how much you
Many teachers, in my view, stay behind their desks or
care about them and the subject. After
I think that students go through the motions of teaching. I
all, how can a student get excited about
think that students are very quick to
are very quick to see
something that is not exciting to the
see whether teachers are really glad to
teacher? Passionate teachers will seek out whether teachers are
see them or just putting in their time.
interesting and challenging lessons that
really glad to see them When we remember their names and
will encourage success.
show an interest in the things that are

or just putting in their
time.

Even the most complicated subjects
can be mastered when the teacher
shows a passion for it. For example,
one of the most difficult subjects for my students
is biology. The concepts are difficult to understand
and the scientific names are impossible to remember.
However, I have a passion for biology. So I teach and
re-teach the concepts until I am sure they understand.
I also simplify the vocabulary where I can, teach them
how to remember difficult words, and continually
check for understanding. The result is that they get
excited about biology because I am excited about
it. Students learn better when they are excited and
interested in the subject.

Communicate success

important to them, they know that we
are interested in more than a job.

Connect the student with the material
Many students do not learn the material because they
see no reason they should learn it. They are disconnected from the material. The question is not why
they need to learn how to read; it is why they need to
know how to read a particular selection. It is not why
they need to know history, but how a part of history
applies to them. The more relevant the examples are
in the text, the higher the interest of the students and
the learning as well. Since no textbook can contain
relevant examples for every school in every state, it
is essential that the teacher supplement the text with
examples of local interest.

It is crucial to communicate success to students. To do

Develop vocabulary skills

this we must:

Every discipline has its own vocabulary. In order to
learn the critical concepts of a discipline, it is necessary
to build an understanding of the vocabulary. One cannot learn about literature without knowing "metaphor,"
"plot," and "antagonist." The terms "latitude" and
"longitude" are critical to understanding geography.
The better students learn the vocabulary, the better they
will grasp the essential concepts of that subject.

•
•
•

Communicate the unshakeable belief that
students are capable of mastering the material;
Communicate that we want them to succeed;
Praise them when they succeed.

It usually takes about 6 months before I can convince

new students that they are able to learn. To do this, I
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Emphasize cross-discipline learning
Effective teachers will strive to integrate various
educational subjects. For example, math will be used
in science, social studies, writing, and reading. Good
writing skills are needed across the curriculum. The
more a subject is used, the more practice students will
have in applying it and the more the students will see
the need for learning.

better than visual information, they may require more
than what is presented in a purely visual context.

In a recent training session on reading difficulties,
the presenter involved veteran teachers in a reading
comprehension exercise. The exercise involved reading a portion of a story and then telling it to a partner.
Then the partner had to retell the story accurately. If
the retelling was incorrect, the partners
Assessment is an
In the real world, subjects are rarely
had to work together on it until it was
ongoing process with
used in isolation. Sequential reading
accurate. One teacher reported that she
each student. The
would never have thought of presentand mathematical measurements are
ing a lesson in that way as it was not
used in recipes. Critical reading skills
effective teacher will
how
she preferred to learn. She said
as well as effective writing skills are
know how each student
she was a visual learner, not an audiused to fill out an application. Readis progressing in the
tory one. It's important, then, to use a
ing a newspaper requires background
lesson.
multi-sensory approach to instruction.
information in every subject area.
All learners would then be supported.
Thus, cross-discipline learning is
closer to "real life" than topic-driven studies.

Help them reach their potential

It is equally important to recognize that each student
will have strengths in some subjects and weaknesses
in others. By integrating the subjects, students can use
their strengths to understand topics in which they are
weak. For example, if a student is weak in science, but
strong in social studies, he or she might analyze the
effect of scientific advances on political decisions (i.e.
the space race, gunpowder, the compass and exploration, medical advances, and Social Security).

Tap multiple levels of thinking
Make thinking tasks explicit for students. If they
really understood a task's demands and how they
process information, they would better understand
how to learn. Understanding Bloom's Taxonomy
would also give them a better understanding of what
the test questions are asking. For example, they would
know if they are being asked to simply recall information, apply information, or evaluate information. This
would make a significant difference on how they are
expected to respond to the question.

Incorporate multiple learning modes
Teachers think a great deal about students' learning styles. In my view, however, most teachers use
instructional strategies that they used as learners. So,
if they prefer to learn visually, they will use visual
lesson plans. If students process auditory information

SuMMER

Helping students to reach their potential is a threestep process. We need to:

•
•

•

Accurately assess what our students know;
Communicate to students what they need to
know;
Help students learn what they need to know.

Assessment is an ongoing process with each student.
The effective teacher will know how each student is
progressing in the lesson. By knowing what progress
the student has made, the teacher is then able to
prescribe the "next step" for her or him to master. For
example, if the teacher knows that the student has
mastered addition of proper fractions, he or she can
then assign addition of improper fractions as the next
lesson.
Once the next lesson is assigned, effective teachers will
use instructional strategies that will make it easy to process and remember. If the student is unable to master
the lesson, look for opportunities to present the lesson
in new and innovative ways. If one approach does not
work, try another. After all, the issue is not whether the
lesson is covered, but whether or not it is learned.

Be committed
Students respond to teachers who are committed to
teaching. The teacher who is dedicated to the student,
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the subject, and the craft of teaching will.find a way
to be effective. That teacher will revise lessons and
invent new methods of instruction. That student will
succeed because failure is not an option.

be the students, and the rewards will be the knowledge that you made a difference.

Concluding Thoughts
Even though many students in prison were unable
or unwilling to learn while they were in school, it is
revealing to note common academic issues. These
issues may indicate shortfalls in our educational
system. If we, as educators, are committed to ensuring
that "no child is left behind," then we need to begin
to address these issues. They cannot be resolved by
one teacher or by one classroom. These issues cannot
even be resolved in elementary school or junior high.
Quality teaching needs to occur at all levels.

In my view, many advances in education come from
highly motivated teachers who are willing to try
creative ways to overcome educational obstacles. For
example, several educators established schools for
young children before Frobel launched the kindergarten movement in Germany. The first English-speaking
kindergarten was established by a teacher in Boston.
So, get excited; get creative; bring all the energy and
talents you possess to the classroom. The winners will
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